The Tong Taisheng (统泰升) merchant account books in Ningjin county of northern China in 1800-1850 constitute the most complete and integrated surviving archive of a family business for pre-modern China. They contain unusually detailed and high-quality statistics on exchange rates, commodity prices and other information. Utilized once in the 1950s, the archive has been left largely untouched until our recent, almost accidental rediscovery. This article introduces this unique set of archives and traces the personal history of the original owner and donor. Our story of an archive encapsulates the history of modern China and how the preservation and interpretation of evidence and records of Chinese economic statistics were profoundly impacted by the development of political ideology and in modern and contemporary China. We briefly discuss the historiographical and epistemological implication of our finding in the current Great Divergence debate.
Discovering Economic History in Footnotes: The Story of the Tong Taisheng Merchant Archive (1790-1850)
The recent Great Divergence debate spurred by the provocative claim that living standards in 18 th century China -at least in the advanced region of the Lower Yangzi -may be comparable to Northwestern Europe as late as the 18 th century has promoted a flurry of new research re-examining China's price and wage history in comparative perspective. 1 The debate, however, has also brought to the fore serious deficiencies in surviving Chinese historical statistics. Reviewing the existing evidence, Allen et al. (2011) points out that the claims of a higher living standard in 18 th century China "relied on indirect comparisons based on scattered output, consumption, or demographic data"; in contrast, "our knowledge of real incomes in Europe is broad and deep because since the mid-nineteenth century scholars have been compiling databases of wages and prices for European cities from the late middle ages into the nineteenth century when official statistics begin" (p. 9).
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The nature of Chinese historical statistics itself raises a critical question germane to the core of the debate: could the paucity of statistics itself be a result of poor record keeping in historical China -which itself may be a reflection of the nature of her economy and societyor more a reflection of the poor state of academic scholarship and archival collection in China's subsequent tumultuous modern history? Can one surmise that the richly endowed Western historical statistics preserved from former times are themselves testimonials to the high level of economic development or even rationality in the West historically?
3
Given the critical importance of historical statistics in the current Great Divergence debate, it is surprising that the historiographical dimension of data issues has so far received sparing attention. In this article, we illustrate this thesis through our unique encounterduring the last seven years of our research -with the merchant account books of Tong
Taisheng 统泰升 (referred to as TTS hereafter) and our rediscovery of the original owner or donor. The TTS archive -consisting of over 400 volumes for a single store -contains detailed records of actual market transactions not just in grain but mostly non-grain commodities and also includes local copper cash/silver exchange rates from a largely unknown North China village township in Ningjin 宁津 county of Shandong province in 1800-1850 -a period before China's forced opening to the West. The original TTS record had been used once by a group of eminent Chinese economic historians in the 1950s but has lied largely incognito since.
This article represents the first of our series of systematic efforts to reconstruct, both thorough statistics and a historical narrative, the history of the TTS archive, the TTS firm, Ningjin county, and the larger North China economy on the eve of the Opium War. The focus of our current work is on the archive itself and the people connected with it from the initial donation, to preservation and to our rediscovery. As you will see, the history of the TTS archive and the story of the individuals involved is itself a miniature history of modern China, of tradition-bound elites and new generation of modern intellectuals getting caught up and muddling through one and half century of ideological and political vicissitudes. It raises some important epistemological question on the nature of historical evidence and statistical records on Chinese economic history.
I. The TTS Archive
In a widely used statistical manual for Chinese economic history compiled in 1955 by Professor Yan Zhongping (严中平) and ten other eminent economic historians, two tables (Tables 30 and 31 on pp. 37-38) and a figure (p. 39) are included that provide relatively continuous annual series of copper cash/silver exchange rates and two price indices for agricultural and handicraft goods (in copper cash) respectively for the period of 1798-1850.
These three pages of highly condensed statistical series stand out as a glaring anomaly in the dark alley of Chinese historical statistics. Despite the brevity of the explanation, they have not escaped the attention of researchers: the Ningjin series appeared frequently in some of the most influential works on China's pre modern monetary sector and often served as the key (or only) systematic data series for evaluating China's balance of payment crisis caused by silver outflow, leading eventually to the fateful Opium War of 1842 -a watershed event in modern
Chinese history (See for example, Lin Man-houng 2006 , Chen Chau-nan 1975 , Vogel 1987 for the use of the Ningjin series).
Embedded in the footnotes to these two tables are brief explanations of the statistical methodology of constructing the exchange rate series and the number of items included in the construction of these price indices. Both the detail and quality of the data are staggering for a micro-data set for Chinese economic history. As an illustration, using only 17 journals or books of silver accounts, we can already accumulate over 11 thousand data points of copper-silver exchange rates with transaction dates and quantities, five and six different types of silver used, loans and interest rates and names of clients, all in daily frequency (See Ma and Yuan, research in progress).
There are also detailed prices of about 40 or 50 types of commodities with similar degrees of detail. We are confident that careful research based on a systematic exploitation of this rich and high-quality data set could offer new insights on critical debates on Chinese economic history and global history. For example, the relatively complete and integrated nature of the TTS account allows an in-depth, primary source based study of the pre-modern Chinese accounting system (see Yuan, Macve and Ma 2015) . The consistent and high quality time series of copper-silver exchange rates that can be reconstructed from the TTS can offer important clues to our understanding of the traditional Chinese monetary system and the impact of opium trade and the silver outflow on the Chinese economy during this period.
Finally, the systematic information on the volumes and frequencies of transactions at annual, monthly and daily frequencies can for the first time quantify the landmark study on traditional Chinese marketing structure by William Skinner (1964 On the other hand, the challenge to decipher these files also affords unusual insights into the internal logic and mechanism underlying the pre-modern Chinese market, business organization, monetary system, accounting methods or even social customs. and restaurants along a rural highway, modern, dusty and homogenous. What remained alongside the original "old street" were clusters of residences interspersed with a few shops, postal offices and governmental buildings built or rebuilt largely during the Mao era. For the few locals with whom we conversed, the "old street" evoked tales of the 1950s rather than the 1850s. Our visit to the Ningjin county archival office turned up nothing on TTS.
We located the Ningjin county gazetteer that dated back to the reigns of the Kangxi "While the Peiping (i.e. Beijing) library (today's National Library of China) had long intended to collect the account book materials, it was prevented from doing so due to its busy engagement in other priorities. Last winter, suddenly the Library received a letter from Mr. Rong Mengyuan (荣孟源) from Daliu town, Ningjin county. Mr. Rong indicated his willingness to offer his collection of old account books to the Library, which we very much welcome. Mr. Rong noted these account books had information on rural economy and commodity prices. He did not ask for any remuneration except for the shipping cost from Ningjin to Peiping. We are of course grateful for such a hearty donation.
……….. It is reported that the account books arrived in a rather messy condition in two boxes. After a rough compilation by Mr. Zhao Jinghe (赵静和), we arrive at a total of 145 volumes for the Jiaqing reign The key man mentioned above, Rong Mengyuan (1913 Mengyuan ( -1985 , as it turned out, was no average donor. In the PRC era, Rong was an eminent historian on modern China and an authority on historical archives of the Qing and Republican period. Like elites in traditional China, the Rongs' route to wealth and power was secured 18 We believe, however, some light could be shed on this mystery by looking at the change in the political climate and its effect on scholarship between the 1930s and the 1960s.
IV. The Rise and Fall of an Archive
Although the initial introduction of the Marxist framework of modes of production and stages of social development into Chinese historiography in the early 20 th century was a relatively open and free intellectual endeavour, the framework itself quickly hardened into a political dogma following the founding of the PRC in 1949. 19 The so-called relations of production and universal stages of social development in the Marxist framework of historical materialism turned into an ideology of class warfare that pitted the so-called oppressed against the oppressors, the exploited against the exploiters -with the former represented by the proletariat, the workers and peasants and the latter by capitalists, the merchants and landlords. As is well known, by classifying people according to "birth origin" (often traced far back into their ancestry), the scheme underpinned massive political persecution such as the anti-rightist campaign in the 1950s and the Cultural Revolution in 1966-1976. 20 Clearly, Rong's privileged mercantile and landlord "birth origin" would do him no good in this scheme. He and his family were officially labelled as a "landlord". "Among our comrades, a minority of them believed that since foreign language material was produced by imperialists, they cannot be reliable and should not be accepted as these imperialists were speaking from the stance of aggressors. They should not be used even when no comparable Chinese records existed. This view, however, is narrow-minded. While duly recognizing the aggressive nature of the imperialists, they may still inadvertently divulge their criminal deeds."
Yan's seemingly comic defence of the use of non-Chinese language sources was actually no laughing matter then. They were the flicker of sanity on the eve of China's decent into the abyss of the Great Leap Forward when statistics could simply be concocted or fabricated.
More importantly, whatever may be the truth, Rong's anonymity and Yan's reticence on the "birth origin" of the TTS archive turned out to be a blessing in disguise. While the TTS archive languished in dust for the next three decades, Rong himself -despite being labeled an outright "Rightist" -and his family, according to Rong Weimu, managed to lie low and undergo only relatively mild phases of persecutions.
From the late 1970s, the arrival of a new era under Deng Xiaoping heralded in a gradual but decisive shift away from Maoist radicalism. 23 As part of this reversal, the Deng regime also reined in the class warfare and even sought to re-embrace the once denigrated and persecuted capitalists, "exploiters" and "oppressors". Like countless others, Rong Mengyuan 
Conclusion
From beneath the small-font footnotes emerges an extraordinary living tale of a private merchant archive owned by an ordinary merchant family in 19 th century rural China. The journey of a pile of traditional archive materials through its initial donation, to subsequent anonymity and our rediscovery divulges a personal story of individuals surviving through contradictions, ironies and even betrayals. It is a tale of a nation caught up in a manifest destiny to confront 19-20 th century Western challenges, in the process of which she saw herself turned upside down several times over by the overpowering forces of ideology and politics and her historiographical traditions ruptured, re-joined, and sometimes reinvented.
The story of the Tong Taisheng archive offers powerful lessons on the nature and quality of historical evidences -quantitative or otherwise -used in debates such as the Great Divergence. It is important to note that the 1930s Beijing which Rong Mengyuan encountered saw the high tide of modernization ideology and social engineering based on the tools of statistical and social surveys. 25 In this regard, the discovery, preservation and utilization of the TTS archive is no accident as the men whose hands had touched the archive, -Rong
Mengyuan, Wei Zeying, and Yan Zhongping -came of age in a new intellectual era that found new value in a pile of old private merchant archives beyond mere personal and familial nostalgia. Ironically, it was this vision of social engineering pushed to the extreme by the Communist ideology of identity politics of the 1950s that returned the origin of the same archive into incognito. What happened in China during the 1930s and 1950s shapes and reshapes our vision of history and record before 1850s. Or alternatively, the visions and theories of history interfered with history. Hence, our knowledge of, and sources of evidence on, the past are shaped as much by how posterity studied the past as by the past itself -assuming there existed such an "objective" and "abstract" past. The preservation, compilation, utilization and ultimately the discovery or re-discovery of historical evidence are themselves profoundly dependent on the changing tempo of our research agenda, ideologies and paradigms.
Large discontinuity and ideological reversals carry real consequences for comparative studies in the current Great Divergence debate. Even in the case of TTS which is "rescued" from anonymity, an entire three decades' worth of potential research scholarship was lost while the TTS remained largely unexamined, leaving Chinese economic history with a glaring statistical abyss especially with regards to the current Great Divergence debate. 12 The Rong genealogy noted in particular a member of the eighth generation (1673 -1740) "trudging through the muddy trading routes" to rebuild family wealth through commerce.
13 During the Guangxu reign (1875 -1908) , members of the 14 th and 16 th generation attained the much higher degrees of juren and jinshi within China's examination ranks. These may be signs that the Rongs were starting to gain a foothold in the higher echelons of the late Qing political hierarchy as attested to by a marriage liaison with a member of the lineage of Zhang
Zhidong 张之洞 (1837-1909) , one of China's most powerful officials of the era. Based on the Rong Genealogy and also our oral interview with Mr. Rong Weimu.
14 For Chinese elite strategies in traditional China, see the edited volume by Esherick and Rankin (1990) . For the importance of political status and civil service examination in imperial China, see Brandt, Ma and Rawski (2014 
